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Editor’s Note 


The Ananthacharya Indological Research Institute is happy to 
publish this English version of Andal’s Tiruppavai, a devotional 
classic in Tamil. The Author, Mr. S.L.N.Simha, is an eminent 
economist and financial expert, but he has taken considerable 
interest in philosophy and religion. His Ramayana (first published 
by the Bharatiya Vidya Bhavan and later by the Birla Academy 
of Art and Culture) and Bhagavadgila published by the Birla 
Academy of Art and Culture), both in English, have brought out, 
in lucid language, the beauty and greatness of these immortal 
classic of India. 

This little Book on Tiruppavai is on the same lines as 
Mr. Simha’s other short books. It brings out fully the lyrical 
beauty and profound philosophy of Andal’s garland of thirty 
verses on Sri Krishna. After giving a short life sketch of Goda 
and the setting of the poem, Mr. Simha proceeds to give 
English rendering of each of the thirty verses and their inner 
meanine, briefly but comprehensively. In the concluding 
chapter, the gieatness of the poem is discussed and the rele 
vance of its message of love in a world of growing tensions and 
hatred. The author attaches special importance to the role of 
our epics, scriptures and devotional literature in fostering and 
preserving national integration. 

The Institute is thankful to Mr. Simha for preparing this 
manuscript in a short period. I express the hope that this lucid 
exposition of a treasure of India’s Bhakti literature will be found 
enjoyable and rewarding, by a wide circle of readers all over the 
country. 

We are thankful to Mars Graphic Service for their neat and 
expeditious printing work. 

We are grateful to all those who helped us for this Publication, 
especially the Somam iamily and Sundaram Charities for their 
generous financial assistance. 


Bombay, 24th December, 1981 


K.K.A.VENKATACHARI 
Founder Director 



PREFACE 


The devotional and philosophical literature that exists in India, 
in Sanskrit and the various Indian languages, is enormous and of 
inestimable value. They constitute our proud and priceless heri¬ 
tage. Happily, in the years since we achieved Independence, 
there has been a great revival of interest among our people in 
our literary, philosophical and scriptural works. The Central and 
State Governments have done much to bring out and sponsor 
publications on these. There has also been considerable non- 
official effort in this behalf. All this is helping, even if modestly, 
to promote and preserve national integration, politically and 
culturally. 

This little book is an attempt to give a brief account of 
Tiruppavai, a garland of thirty verses, composed in Tamil, by 
Goda, our Lady Saint Andal. It occupies a most exalted place in 
the devotional literature of South India. Andal is sometimes re¬ 
ferred to as Meera of South India, but Andal is regarded as an 
incarnation of Goddess Lakshmi, like Sita. Also, Andal wedded 
the Lord Himself and no human being. Of course, in regard to 
devotion to their patron deity, Krishna, Andal and Meera were 
very much alike. 

This is a humble offering by one who is professionally an 
economist and whose knowledge of Tamil is very poor, despite 
its being his mother-tongue, de jure , and whose knowledge of 
philosophy is next to nothing. That such a person should write 
even a simple book like this can only be attributed to the Lord’s 
and our Lady Saint Andal’s grace. The author begs to state that 
he takes no credit for this book let; nor should he be held res¬ 
ponsible for such defects and deficiencies as there are in this 
essay. 


Tiruppavai nas aroused the interest of many foreigners, and 
there are a number of translations, mostly in Eng is verse. e 
author expresses the hope that this little work will stimulate 
interest not only in this exquisite composition of Goda but in our 
epics, scriptures and our devotional literature genera ly, so that 
moral progress may go hand in hand with material advance- 
ment, for enduring prosperity and happiness. 



The author wishes to convey his sincere thanks to the authori 
ties of the Ananthacharya Indological Research Institute, 
Bombay, for undertaking the publication of the book. 

The author is much obliged, in particular, to the Institute’s 
Founder-Director, Dr.K.K.A.Venkatachari, for his interest in this 
little book, for his suggestions and for his endeavour to bring 
this out before the close of Margali (Sagittarius) month, which is 
in fact the month of Tiruppavai. 

A word of praise is also due to the Somani family, in particular 
to the author’s dear friends, Shri Bansidhar Somani and Shri 
Basudev Somani, for their foresight in establishing the Institute, 
even as the family is rendering magnificent service to devotees 
in Bombay, through excellent management of the Lord 
Venkateswara Temple in Fanaswadi. 

The final word of thanks must go to the author’s esteemed 
friend Shri Basant Kumar Birla, for his help and encouragement 
to the author in diverse ways, enabling him to engage in writing 
of this sort. 


S. L. N. S IM HA 

3, Tarangini Apartments, 

Prabhadevi Seaface, 

Bombay-400 025. 

2nd December, 1981. 



CHAPTER ONE 

introduction. 


Tiruppavai, a Tamil poem of thi 

Saint, Andal (earlier known * n j ta , nzas ’ com P osed ty the Lady 
place in the devotional iv 3S (j ° da l> occupies a very honoured 
Tamilnadu, Karnataka * j fature °f South India, in the States of 
h is an integral part of h° ^ nd ^ ra Pradesh. Although formally 
Philosophy, of which s*' C S ^ Stem Visistadwaita or Sri Vaisnava 
Tiruppavai has much vl Ramanu j a wa s the greatest exponent, 
ing to realise HIM ! er a PP ea l> to all devotees of God, seek- 

In fact, this great h HlM 3nd be ° ne with HIM ' 
common with se P° ern can lay claim to universal popularity, in 
°f other langua VCPa com P os itions of saints, prophets and poets 
order. It has all 3nd re bgions. It is mystic poetry of the highest 

and profundir f C Slrn Pbcity, beauty, charm, warmth, grandeur 
The greatn ^ ° 3 by rnn > lyric, idyll and ballad, 
enjoyment ,. neSS Tiruppavai consists in the abundant and pure 
it does to ' i )rov ' dcs to simple folks, even children, as much as 
re ligion fnest see kers of truth and scholars in philosophy and 

its th‘ e CSSence die lyric can be grasped in a few hours; 

thro IG Stanzas ar e also capable of elaborate elucidation 
I H earned discourses spread over several months. 
n d ousa nds of households of South Indians, Tiruppavai is 
cite every day, as part of daily worship/prayers, mosdy in the 
orning. Sometimes all the thirty stanzas are recited and some- 
trnes a few. In Carnatic music concerts, it is customary for the 
ar tiste to sing a stanza from the great poem, set to an appropriate 
Une ’ Tiruppavai discourses are given practically throughout the 
year in South Indian cities and in other places like Bombay and 
ew Delhi where South Indians reside in fairly large numbers, 
camaphone records and cassettes of Tiruppavai sung by well- 
known musicians are sold by the thousand and played at home. 



partly for the enjoyment of music and pardy for the devotional 

fervour of the poem. .. .. 

However, there is a particular month in which Tiruppavai is ai 
important; everything else is relegated to the background. T is is 
the month of Sagittarius, or Margali in Tamil and Margasira m 
Sanskrit, from mid-December to mid-January. In this month, 
while, if time permits, all the thirty stanzas are sung everyday, 
early in the morning, each day one particular stanza occupies a 
special place, the first stanza on the first day, the second stanza on 
the second day, and so on. In fact, during the thirty days o 
Margali month, the ordinary day and date give place to 
Tiruppavai calender, each day being known by the first word o 
the stanza sung on that day, such as Margali, Vaiyattu, Ongi and 
Ali. 

In the evening, during the whole of the Margali month, there 
are learned and popular discourses on Tiruppavai. In cities like 
Madras and Bangalore, there will be, generally speaking, a dozen 
to a score of discourses on the scriptural song, in different parts 
of the city, attended by devout men and women. The revival of 
culture and religion in a period when rapid economic develop¬ 
ment is receiving Government’s top priority is an indication of 
the relevance of spiritual and cultural values for a happy life' an< ^ 
their strong roots in Indian culture, roots which require some 
watering and manuring from time to time. 

Tiruppavai deserves to be widely known and enjoyed all over 
the country. If the glories of the idol of the poem, Sri Krishna (an 
incarnation of Lord Vishnu), born and bred in the Mathura- 
Brindavan region in the North, could be sung by saints, poets, 
philosophers and millions of men and women in South India, 
with absolutely no trace of parochialism, it stands to reason that 
people of the ‘North’ should know something of lady saint Sri 
Andal and her exquisite composition on the pathway to God 
realisation. If to-day national integration is still visible, despite 
on slaughts on it by selfish politicians and linguistic fanatics, the 
credit must go to our epics (The Ramayana and the Mahabharata), 
scriptures and philosophical treatises (the Bhagavade.ita, the 
Upanisads and the Brahmasutras) and devotional works of great 
poets, play wrights and composers, in Sanskrit and the 



many Indian languages. 

Before proceeding further concerning the detailed contents of 
TiruppavaU it is necessary to give a life sketch of the poet-saint. 
Goda was the foster daughter of the Tamil Saint Visnucitta, also 
known as Perialwar. Like Sita,' Goddess-incarnate, who became 
the spouse of Rama (an incarnation of God Vishnu), Goda was 
Ayonijay born of no woman. Visnucitta, who was engaged in the 
worship of the Lord of Srivilliputtur, a place in the Ramanatha- 
puram District of Tamilnadu, in deep South (about fifty kilo¬ 
meters from Madurai), and for which purpose had tended a 
flower garden, found baby Goda in the bed of tulasi (basil plant), 
even as King Janaka had found Sita while ploughing land in a 
sacrifice he was offering. Goda is thus considered to be the 
incarnation of Bhudevi (the Earth), the Lord’s spouse. 

In the atmosphere of prayer and worship that prevailed in 
Perialwar’s house, Goda, a girl of exquisite beauty, grew up, with 
the utmost devotion to God. Her devotion to Krishna became so 
intense that she came to look upon HIM as her lover and she 
resolved to marry HIM and none else. She went so far as to wear, 
secretly, for a few minutes every day, the garland woven by 
her/her father, for the Lord of the temple he used to worship, 
Vatapatrasayi (the Lord reclining on Banyan Leaf). One day 
Perialwar noticed this and, feeling sad, did not offer the garland 
to the Lord. But, in a dream the same night, the Lord told 
Perialwar that HE wanted only the garlands worn by Goda! For 
this reason, Goda is also known as Soodikkoduththa Nachiyar a 
consort who first wore the flowers and then gave them to the 
Lord. 

Perialwar recognised immediately the divine nature of his 
foster daughter, who could only be offered to HIM as a bride. It is 
said that he described to Goda the various shrines in India and 
the presiding deities and that Goda set her heart on marrying 
none other than Sri Ranganatha, the Lord of the Srirangam 
temple. 

No wonder that this God-hungry divine damsel succeeded in 
her ambition of securing HIM for her consort. There are differ¬ 
ent versions about Goda’s union with the Lord. One is that Lord 
Rangahatha appeared to Perialwar in a dream and asked for 



Goda’s hand. Perialwar took her to Srirangam with all the 
splendour of a marriage party, thanks to the help of the rulers of 
Sri Villiputtur and the Pandyan kingdom. As soon as she went to 
the shrine of Lord Ranganatha, she merged into the Lord. 

The other version is that Lord Ranganatha went to Sri 
Villiputtur to wed Goda at the shrine there and therafter she was 
merged in the Lord. Some say that both happened. These are 
matters of detail. The heart of the story is that Goda’s Union with 
the Lord took place as per her wishes! She conquered the Lord 
and ruled over HIM and hence she came to be known as Andal , 
which also means protector of all beings. The simple maiden 
became a great saint. 

Andal is credited with having composed two major songs, 
aggregating to 173 stanzas, forming part of the 4000-song Tamil 
Veda or scripture, known as Divya Prabandham - Heavenly 
Hymns. The more famous of Andal’s songs is TiruppavaU the 
other being the 143-stanza Nachiyar Tiruvaymoli {Nachiy 2 lt means 
divine consort; Tiruvaymoli means holy utterance, spread 
through word of the mouth, like the Vedas), whose theme is also 
the glory of Lord Krishna and the yearning for union with HIM. 
However, as already mentioned, Tiruppavai. is the more popular 
one. Being short, it is also convenient to memorise and recite. 
The high status accorded to the poem may be judged by the fact 
that Ramanuja, the great theologian and philosopher and the 
most eminent exponent of the Visistadwaita school, loved to be 
called Tiruppavai Pontiff. He is also referred to as the elder 
brother of Andal, since he is said to have fulfilled a vow which 
Andal had taken but which she could not fulfil. 

There are differences of opinion as to when this noble poem 
was composed, ranging from 3000 B.C. to eighth-ninth century 
AD. This is a matter for scholars. The poem is fresh and rich for 
ever. 

The garland of verses which Andal strung in praise of Lord 
Krishna was no less exquisite than the garland of flowers she 
used to wear daily before her father offered it to the presiding 
deity of the temple where he worshipped. Its freshness and 
fragrance have grown over the centuries and the reverence it 
enjoys has few parallels in the history of devotional literature. It 
is time we turned to the substance of Tiruppavai. 



CHAPTER TWO 

THE POEM IN OUTLINE 


Tiruppavai is a compound of two words, Tim and Pavai. Tim 
means holy, auspicious, sacred, revered, blessed and also stands 
for Goddess Lakshmi, the consort of Vishnu. Pavai has several 
meanings, according to learned writers on the poem. It stands, 
among other meanings, for a girl and also for a vow (the Sanskrit 
equivalent being Vrata) taken for fulfilment of some objective, 
material and/or spiritual. So,Timppavai may be taken to mean a 
sacred vow, undertaken by a girl; it happens that the author of 
the poem is a girl. 

It is also observed that all the thirty verses have the refrain el or 
em Pavai . Different meanings have been attributed to this, such 
as, ‘this sacred and unique vow of ours will be fruitful’, ‘receive 
and ponder what I say, O Lady’, and ‘hail, O Thou unique Lady’. 
However, the general view of commentators is that the expres¬ 
sion should be left untranslated. Some other devotional hymns 
in Tamil have also a similar refrain. Probably, the last word in 
the refrain, ‘Pavai’, has something to do with the title of the 
poem. 

The context of the composition of Timppavai is stated to be as 
follows. Some elders, it is said, advised Goda to observe the same 
vow, called Katyayani Vratam y which earlier had been observed, 
according to epic accounts, by the Gopis (cowherd maidens) in 
order to win the grace of Lord Krishna, and secure HIM as the 
husband of everyone of them. Another objective of the Katyayani 
Vratam was to secure timely and abundant rains for the country. 
In a country where the monsoon often plays the truant, worship¬ 
ping the Almighty to get good rains in season is understandable. 

According to Bhagavata , an epic describing the life and glories 
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of the Lord in his incarnation as Krishna, HE was pleased with 
the observance of the vow by the maidens of Gokul and trans¬ 
formed their love for HIM into divine ecstacy, far removed from 
the ordinary lustful desire, ‘even as fried or cooked grain cannot 
become seed again’. It was also a lesson to the elders of Gokula 
that they could not keep the ardent devotee girls away from the 
Lord. When the rains failed, as the story goes, the elders were 
compelled to arrange for the observance of the Katyayani vow by 
the maidens of Gokulam, and seek Krishna’s help in this connec¬ 
tion. The girls, who had been confined to their houses by the 
elders, to avoid Krishna’s company, since HE and the girls had 
come of age, were now released for performing the Vow and 
thus got a glorious opportunity to seek Krishna eternally. 

In Tiruppavai, Andal has recreated the atmosphere of the 
observance of the Katyayani vow by the maidens of Gokul. 
Srivilliputtur became Gokul, the Lord of the temple there 
Krishna and she was the Gopi, praying for Krishna’s grace. The 
Bhagavala episode was consummately adopted and adapted by 
Andal in her mystic poem, though there is also a view that 
Bhagavata took the incident from Tiruppavai. This is a matter 
for scholars. 

The first five stanzas are by way of introduction. Goda sends a 
clarion call to all the girls desirous ofobserving the sacred vow of 
the Margali month, to secure, from Lord Narayana, the much 
coveted drum, symbolic of the happiness of Union with HIM- 
They should gather, with a dip in the sacred waters, early in the 
morning, as the first step. The rigors of the vow are then stated, 
such as abstinence from fatty food and avoidance of bad words, 
decoration with jewels, etc. The lasting benefits accruing from 
the observance of the vow to the participants and the country are 
mentioned. The God of rain is invoked and then it is mentioned 
that if the Lord is worshipped with utter devotion, all the age¬ 
long sins will be burnt like cotton in the fire. 

Stanzas 6 15 deal with the waking up of the girls who are still 
asleep, one alter another. They are coaxed, cajoled, teased and 
ridiculed by Goda to wake up from their slumber, letharev and 
laziness and join the group in observing the vow. The pastoral 
and lyrical beauty ol these stanzas is of the highest quality. 



Having collected all the girls of the village, Goda imagines 
herself as going to the mansion of Nandagopa, foster-father of 
Lord Krishna and ruler of Gokul, with a view to meeting HIM. 
Goda and the. girls wake up, respectively, Nandagopa, his wife 
Yasoda, Balarama (Krishna’s elder brother), Niladevi (Krishna’s 
consort) and finally Lord Krishna himself. These developments 
ai;e described in stanzas 16-20. 

The last ten stanzas deal with the expression of utter sur¬ 
render of Goda and the Gopi maidens to Krishna, eschewing all 
feelings and I-ness and mine-ness, Krishna’s appearance before 
them, Goda’s praise of His greatness and their worthlessness, 
Coda’s request for the grant of the ‘drum’ and things like 
conches, musical instruments, beautiful lamps and canopies for 
the proper observance of the vow. The girls, now that the vow is 
about to be completed, will wear beautiful jewels and lovely 
robes and taste rice cooked in milk and ghee ‘streaming down to 
the elbow’! In the 29th stanza, which is the most important one in 
the whole poem, Goda says that they have come to the Lord not 
to receive the ‘drum’ as to be with HIM and serve HIM, and HIM 
alone, for all time; all their desires and passions should be turned 
into God desire and divine passion, this is their real prayer. The 
last stanza sets out the fruits of the study of the poem, namely, 
grace of the Lord, and perennial happiness, which should be 
deemed to include some material benefits too. 

This summary hardly does justice to the extraordinary beauty, 
simplicity, profundity and sweetness of the poem. There is glor¬ 
ious description of nature, of the different seasons and of flora 
and fauna. There are references to incidents connected with the 
various incarnations of God - such as Vamana, Narasimha, 
Rama and Krishna. Of course, Krishna is the heart of the poem. 
Apparently, these recollections from the epics and puranas are 
also intended to stimulate the interest of children and young 
people in the study of our epics, scriptures and mythology, so 
essential for the understanding of our culture. 

From the brief account of the poem given above, it is clear that 
Tiruppavai is an intensely philosophical composition. The char¬ 
acters, incidents and words used in the poem have all a 
Su'apadesartha or esoteric meaning, about which scores of com- 
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mentators have been lost in utter admiration. The heart of the 
matter is the yearning of the individual soul to reach and be 
united with the Supreme Soul. 

However, even without its esoteric meaning, Tiruppavai is an 
immensely enjoyable poem, for the young and the old. The 
gathering of young girls for the observance of a vow, their 
utterly sincere preparation for this, their sweet and unaffected 
conversation full of rustic wit and humour and the simple 
fvaours they ask of the Lord, are all extremely charming and 
sublime. 

We will now proceed to give a stanza by stanza account of 
Tiruppavai , including, wherever appropriate, a brief reference to 
the esoteric meaning of the poem. This little book will conclude 
with some remarks about the relevance of Tiruppavai to the 
modern world of great industrial growth, scientific and engin¬ 
eering marvel and strife of all sorts, within people and between 
people, within a nation and among nations, resulting in restless¬ 
ness, insecurity, fear, hatred, greed, cunning, selfishness and 
violence in action and thought. 



CHAPTER THREE 

THE TIRUPPAVAI THIRTY 


It is customary to begin the chanting of Tiruppavai with recitation 
of three invocatory verses, the first composed by Parasara 
Bhattar, in Sanskrit, and the other two, in Tamil, by 
Uyyakkondar, also called Pundarikaksha. 


Let us bow, again and again , to that Goda, who awakened Sri 
Krishna, lying asleep at thefoot of the hills of his consort Nila's 
bosom, teaching HIM the esoteric doctrine, established in a 
hundred Upanisads, that she was HIS (the individual soul is 
dependent on the Supreme Self and who forcibly won HIS 
favours, binding HIM with flower garlands, worn by herfirst. 

Pray to that Andal, who was bom in Srivilliputtur, which 
abounds infertile fields full of swans, who composed and 
sang in melody the garland of verses, Tiruppavai, dedicated 
to Lord Ranganatha, and who offered to the Lordflowers first 
worn by her. 

You (Andal), who first adorned yourself with the flowers 
intended for the Lord, you who shine like a radiant creeper, 
you who sing graciously, in the classic poem Tiruppavai, the 
ancient vow of Gopi girls, O Wearer of many bracelets, you 
who prayed and insisted that you be offered to the Lord of 
Hills (Tirumalai) , bless us that we do not transgress this 
prayer (meaning that we devotees should also be offered to the 
Lord). 



stanza i MARGALI lTINGAL . . . 

The month of Margali has arrived, and this auspicious full 
moon day, dear maidens of prosperous Ayapadi, with pretty 
jewels, all of you who desire to bathe, come along. He who is 
the son ofNandagopa, possessing a sharp spear and stern in 
his punishment, He who is the beloved lion-cub ofYasoda, of 
beautiful eyes, with His dark cloud-like body, lotus-red eyes 
and effulgentface like the rays of the sun and the moon, He is • 
Narayana; He will give us - He alone will give us and only to 
us - the drum, required for the vow we have undertaken the 
fulfilment ofwhich will bring us the praise of the world. 

The month of Margali, from mid-December to mid-January, is 
a pleasant month. It is said to correspond to the auspicious 
morning time of celestial beings. An early morning bath will 
refresh one physically and mentally. It is also a matter of disci¬ 
pline to be up early in the morning, in a rather cold though 
enjoyable weather, especially for the observance of a holy rite. It 
is mentioned in the Bhagavadgita that the month of Margali is 
dear to *he Lord. 

A bath is necessary for physical purification; physical clean¬ 
liness has a place in mental purity. But, a dip in cool waters has 
even greater spiritual significance. It is a call for a dip in the lake 
or river of God-love; it will remove the heat of worldly desires 
and bring peace to the troubled mind. To bathe also means, in 
tamil, to unite, here with the Supreme Being. 

Nandagopa, the cow herd chieftain of Gokul, is the foster 
father of Krishna and Yasoda, the foster mother. Gokul was a 
prosperous territory, abounding in cattle wealth in particular. 
Undoubtedly, the fact that Krishna lived there, clear to everyone 
that He was an incarnation of the Lord, meant prosperity to the 
land. The sharp spear in possession of Nandgopa is also symbolic 
of his sternness in dealing with evil, even as it was meant to 
protect the child Krishna against the wicked designs or his uncle 
Kamsa, to escape whose murderous intentions Krishna was sent, 
in response to divine command, immediately after He was born, 
to Gokul, to be raised there, unknown as the child of Devaki, His 
real mother, and her spouse Vasudeva. 
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The fine ornaments which the Gopi girls are wearing are also 
symbolic of their good qualities, the lasting jewels of anybody. 

The drum which the Gopi girls are praying for is in reality not 
a material gift but a means to God-realisation. The drum is said 
to represent the activities of the mind, tongue and body, directed 
to God. 

The stanza also brings out, at the very outset, the supreme 
confidence of the devotee in God’s mercy and grace, if He is 
approached with sincerity. Success is the combination of human 
effort and divine grace. 

The first stanza, thus, introduces the theme of Krishna love 
beautifully, briefly but comprehensively. 

stanza 2 VAIYATHU ... 

Listen, you denizens of this earth, to the rites we shouldfollow 
to carry out our vow. We will sing praise of the lotusfeet of the 
Lord lying gently in the Ocean of Milk. We will not eat ghee 
and milk. We will have an early morning bath. We will not 

do make-up for our eyes with collyrium nor will we bedeck 
our hair with flowers. We will not utter evil words nor do 

things unworthy. We shall, to our best, offer hospitality and 
give alms. We will ever contemplate, with joy, the way of 
higher life. 

This is a beautiful stanza. When one has commenced a vow it 
requires austerity, generosity, a clean body and a clean mind. 
Simple living, liberal giving and noble thinking are the qualities 
that will ensure success in any spiritual effort. In fact, even in the 
mundane world of daily life, these are the qualities that contri¬ 
bute to individual happiness and collective good. 

Lord Vishnu is believed by devotees to be lying on the couch 
of Snake Anantha (infinite) or Adisesa, in the Milk Ocean, in 
Yogic sleep, thinking all the while about the sentient and the 
non sentient beings created by Him. Lying on the great snake is 
not only lor cool and soft comfort but also remaining ever alert. 
What a beautiful thought that even the Lord of the creation 
needs someone like Adisesa to keep Him alert and prevent Him 
from sleeping away! 


it 



A word should also be said about worshipping the Lord ^ 

rather than the Lord Himself. This is symbolic of utter humility 

on the part of the devotee in praying to God. The devote 

to be unworthy, of worshipping, nay even of seeing, the y 

and face of God. Worshipping the Lord s feet alone is said t 

enough to secure His grace, since it constitutes proof of t e 
complete surrender of the devotee. 


STANZA 3 ONGI . . . 

If ; chanting the name of that Supreme Being who grew and 
grew and measured the Universe with His feet, we take our 
bath as intended for the vow, then our entire land will be 
blessed with rains thrice a month and will be free from ills. 

Fish will leap in the waters round red tall paddy plants and 
spotted bees will slumber in the petals of water-lilies. Cows 
yield rich quantities of milk by mere touch of their udders, 
flooding the bowls. Thus, the land will befilled with unfailing 
and imperishable wealth 

In paying obesiance to the Lord, Goda is recalling to her mind 
His incarnation of Vamana. The story is that a powerful demon 
emperor, Bali, had deprived the divine chieftain, Indra, of h lS 
kingdom. The Lord, interceding on Indra’s behalf, went in the 
form of a dwarf to Bali, known to be a very generous King* 
though something of an egotist, and asked him for just three 
paces of earth. The King readily agreed and in fact requested the 
Dwarf to ask for more, though he was warned by his preceptor 
Sukracharya, that this was Lord Vishnu Himself, come as a 
dwarf, to ask for much from him. With the King’s promise in His 
hands, the Dwarf grew into a gigantic form, becoming Trivi- 
krama\ two paces of Trivikrama were more than enough to cover 
the entire universe and as for the third pace, the Lord was 
requested by Bali to keep His foot on his head; Bali was pushed 
own to the nether world. Thus was the demon king blessed and 
his name rendered immortal by the Lord. 

The Divine Being, to whom belongs everything, goes to a 
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human being to seek a favour, for the benefit of a devotee. 
Such is the greatness and glory of the Lord, who ever takes 
good care of His devotees. In thinking of the divine incar¬ 
nation of Vamana at the very outset, Goda is expressing her 
great confidence in being able to secure the grace of the Lord 
if He is worshipped with sincerity. Prosperity to the land is 
assured to those who have faith in Him. 

STANZA 4 ALI.... 

0 rain-God, do not stint your gift to the slightest extent. 

Go deep into the middle of the majestic ocean, drink full 
and ascend high uproariously. Then, getting dark in form, 
resembling the Primeval Lord, dazzle by your lightning, 
like the discus in the broad and handsome hand of 
Padmanabha (the lotus-navelled), strike thunder like His 
conch and send forth without delay, showers like the 
unceasing rain of arrows from His bow Saranga, so that 
the land may prosper and we may have joyously our 
ceremonial bath 

Here is another beautiful poem, describing the rain process. 
The rain-God is majestic, handsome, deep, liberal and ever- 
dependable, like Lord Narayana Himself. In fact, everything 
and everybody works at His bidding only and so it is but 
natural for Goda to think of God while praying for regular 
and abundant rain. 

Although in the previous verse, rainfall in abundance is 
considered certain to those who worship Him devoutly, Goda 
renews her request, perhaps as a matter of abundant caution. 
While nominally the prayer is addressed to the God of rain, it 
is really meant for the Almighty, whose one of several execu¬ 
tives is the rain-God. 

According to Vaisnavic tradition, the Lord is generally con¬ 
ceived as having four arms. In three of them, He holds, 
respecdvely, the conch, the discus, and the mace. The Conch 
(called Panchajanya) is meant to proclaim loudly the Lord s 
presence, warning the wicked of His punishment to them and 
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assuring the devotees of His protection and blessing, 
discus (Sudarsana, or beautiful to look at) and the ma ^ 
meant to punish the wicked and establish rig teous assur - 
fourth hand of the Lord is meant for benediction and 

ance of His help always. ..^ntors, 

Esoterically, the cloud is said to represent great precej 

large-hearted and helpful to humanity. They g alher 
essence of knowledge and spread it everywhere, w> 
expecting anything in return. So, the rainfall is real y 
showering of divine knowledge and auspicious qualities. 

STANZA n MAYAN .... 


If we approach, with mental and bodily purity, the 
Mysterious One, the wonderous Prince of North Mathura, 
the Lord of the ferry on the holy waters of Yamuna river, 
the emerald-lamp of the cowherd folk, the gracious Lord 
who lit brightly the womb of Yasoda and allowed Himself 
to be bound by her round His stomach as a child, offer 
Him fragrant flowers, sing His praise and meditate upon 
Him with reverence, then all our past sins and those to be 
committed in future, will vanish like cotton in fire. 

What a lovely stanza again, as a prelude to the gathering of 
the maidens for commencing the vow to win Krishna’s grace. 
The reference to Him as the Mysterious One sums up wonder¬ 
fully the nature of God. His form, functioning and greatness 
are beyond the knowledge of human minds. These constitute 
an eternal mystery, beyond description and understanding- 
The mysterious nature of God does only to enhance our sense 
of utter dependence on Him. 

Krishna was born of Devaki, and Yasoda was His foster 
mother. However, Yasoda was more than a real mother to 
Krishna and that is why Goda refers to His having brightened 
Yasoda’s womb. There is also a reference to the pranks of 
Krishna as a child. He proved so troublesome that once His 
mother tied Him to a mortar with a rope round His stomach 
which left a mark; needless to say. He got Himself out of the 



rope! 

This stanza also brings out the real object of the vow on the 
part of the maidens of Gokul. It is not to seek any material 
things, but His grace, so that all their sins are wiped out. The 
best form of destroying anything is to burn it and nothing 
burns as quickly as cotton fibre. The past and future sins will 
be burnt away quickly, through worship of Him. 

The offering of flowers to the Lord is symbolic of the 
fragrance and purity of the love for God. As a well-known 
Sanskrit verse puts it, the real flowers to be offered to God are 
non-violence, control of the senses, compassion, wisdom, 
penance, truth, meditation, etc. 

Worshipping God is to be done in both ways, chanting His 
name and silent meditation. Another saint has described beau¬ 
tifully how all the organs should be employed in prayer — 
tongue, hands, ears, eyes, nose, legs, mind and head. 

The river Yamuna is said to*be dear to the Lord as it gave 
way to Vasudeva, Krishna’s father, even when it was in full 
flood, to enable child Krishna to be taken to Nandagopa’s 
place, to escape the wrath of Kamsa, who had decided that all 

the offspring of Vasudeva and his cousin sister Devaki should 
die. 


stanza 6 PULLUM... 

Look the birds are chirping. Don't you hear the loud sound 
oj the white conch from the shrine of the Lord of the 
Master of Birds? Little girl, wake up. Sages and Yogins 
are getting up slowly, meditating on Him Who drank the 
poison in the she-ghouTs breast, Who kicked to death 
Sakatasura , the treacherous demon in the shape of a cart , 

Who is in deep yogic sleep, in the ocean of milk, on the 
coils of the great serpent Adisesha and Who is the seed of 
the Universe . The loud sound caused by the constant utter¬ 
ance of the name Hari’ by the sages and Yogins has 
entered our hearts and gladdened us. 

With this stanza, a new section of the poem begins. The 
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cow herd maidens are woken up, one after another, ten in _ 
Commentators have considered these maidens to be t e 
of the twelve Vaisnavite Saints (Alwars). The view is that 
has to be approached through saints and preceptors an 
therefore, Goda is really waking them first, seeking their e p 
to realise God. 

In the stanza under reference, the birds are said to rep 
sent the great saints, uttering the Lord’s glory and gui 
humanity towards the path of God. 

There are also references in the stanza to incidents in t 
life of Lord Krishna when he was a child. One is the attemp^ 
of Krishna’s wicked uncle Kamsa to have Krishna killed Y a 
demoness, Putana. She went to Krishna disguised as lS 
mother and suckled Him with what she thought was poison, 
but which child Krishna drank as good mother’s milk; m 
process, the demoness was sucked to death. It is said t a 
Putana also went to heaven, even for playing false motne j 
love to Krishna, the moral being that how much more certain 
can one be of God’s grace if He is approached with genuine 
love and devotion. , 

Kamsa also tried to do away with Krishna’s life throug 
another demon, who took the shape of a cart wanting to 
crush the child. But, with a simple kick, the divine child sent 
the demon to the abode of death. The esoteric significance ° 
this is that the cart is really the human body, which tries to 
run wild, but the touch of the Lord’s foot confers on it release 
from bondage of earthly life. 

stanza 7 KISH KISU .... 

O mad girl, have you not heard the shrill chatter of the 
Bharadwaja (king-crow) birds in groups? Have you not 
also heard the noise created by the churning of curds by the 
cowherd maidens , with fragrant tresses and the jingling 
noise of the ornaments worn round their neck and their 
bangles? 0 leader , how is it you are still in bed while we 
are singing about Krishna (the killer of Kesi), who is none 
but Lord Narayan, the Supreme Being ? Radiant lady } 
open your doors. 
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The Bharadwaja birds are supposed to stand for sages, 
engaged in the chanting of hymns. The maiden being awa¬ 
kened in this stanza is much more experienced in God-love 
than the one in the previous stanza, who looks like being 
a novice. Yet, she is not coming out quickly to join the group 
of maidens; that is why she is called mad girl, which epithet is 
also used in a lighter vein, when one is addressing a dear 
companion. Even persons with devotion tend to be forgetful 
and lethargic about constant prayer to the Lord and they have 
to be reminded about their duty by the sages and preceptors. 
In the case of the maiden being addressed in this stanza, while 
there are many indications that the time for prayer has clearly 
arrived, she is still asleep. She needs prodding and cajoling. 
Also, she is being asked to do prayer and worship in a group, 
with her companions, rather than in isolation. 

stanzas KILVANAM .... 


The eastern sky has brightened. The buffaloes have spread 
themselves out to graze in the dew-sprinkled grass. We 
have kept back the other girls who were proceeding to the 
ritual and we are standing here to call you, O lady of 
intense longing. Get up! If we sing to the accompaniment 
of the drum, about the God of Gods, who slew the horse 
demon (by splitting his mouth) and the champion wres¬ 
tlers, and worship Him, surely He will take pity on us, 
enquire about us and shower His grace on us. 


In this stanza, there is a reference to two incidents in Lord 
Krkhna’s life One is to His killing a demon, called Kesi, who 
came in the form of a wild horse, to kill Krishna but who was 
disposed ofT by Krishna, by having his mouth spin For this 
reasorf of having destroyed Kesi, the Lord ,s also referred to 

3S The 2 other indent > Min^the two^hampion 

wrestlers, Mustika and Chanura, F 


17 



wicked Uncle Kamsa, with a view to killing Him. Needless to 
say, it is they who were beaten to death by Krishna. 

Let us now turn to the esoteric meaning of the stanza. The 
maiden that is addressed by Goda in this poem is considered 
to be one who is rather advanced in spiritual life. But even 
such a person has to be cajoled into pursuing the path of 
enlightement. 

Buffaloes represent interia, but even they are going out in 
the morning to find food. Buffaloes also represent ignorance. 
Likewise, we should seek food for the soul and enlightenment 
through prayer and spiritual living. The demon Kesi is said to 
represent ego or the senses. The two wrestlers are said to 
represent desire and anger. Unless we destroy the ego, desire 
and anger, we cannot hope to realise God. If we conquer 
these spiritual enemies and approach Him with devotion, 
most assuredly He will repond promptly and confer His grace. 
The Lord is ever ready and eager to promote the welfare of 
His devotees. 

Another point made in this stanza is that even in the pursuit 
of God, there should be group effort, under a leader. The 
other Gopi maidens do not want to go for the sacred bath 
without the maiden referred to in the stanza, a person who is 
rather advanced in the devotional sphere, as already men¬ 
tioned. 

stanza 9 TUMANI.... 

0 you Uncle’s daughter, sleeping on the comfortable 
couch, with lights aglow all round and pervaded with the 
aroma of the perfumed sticks, in your mansion of pure 
gems, lift the latch of the gem-set door of your chamber. O 
aunt dear, you wake her up. Is your daughter dumb, or 
deaf or exhausted and drowsy? Or is she enchanted into 
sleep by some potent-charm? Let us sing the many names 
of the Lord - the Mysterious One, Madhava, the Lord of 
Goddess Lakshmi and the Lord of the heavenly abode, 
Vaikunta, in order to wake her up. 



The place where the Lord resides is one of beauty and 
inherent and absolute purity. Whoever enters God’s mansion 
and stays there becomes purified and stainless. The mansion is 
also said to represent Vedas , the most important of the Hindu 
scriptures; the upper floor of the mansion represents the 
Upanisads , their philosophical portion at the end. The mention 
of gems, according to commentators, is to refer to the various 
types of relationship between the Lord and the God-seeker. 
Even as there is said to be nine types of gems, there are nine 
types of relationships between the Supreme Soul and the 
individual. For the individual soul, God is, respectively, father, 
saviour, owner, husband, knowable, master, sustainer, soul 
and enjoyer. 

The nature of God is to be understood through knowledge 
of the scriptures, represented by lights, and God has to be 
realised through practice, represented by incense-burning. 

The dumbness, deafness and the potent-charm effect repre¬ 
sent the various states of the intense devotee, immersed in 
God-love and oblivious to everthing else. 

Even good devotees do not possess fully the power of discri¬ 
mination. They need the guidance of a preceptor. In the 
stanzas, the maidens who have come to call the lady residing 
in the mansions, seek the help of the aunt (Preceptor, also 
Goddess Lakshmi) to open the door, since the lady cannot 
perhaps discriminate between the wall and the door, as both 
are studded with gems. Opening the door represents the 
opening of one’s heart and mind To enter God’s mansion, 
Tness amd ‘my’ness should be eschewed. 

God-realisation is to be achieved not merely by knowledge of 
the scripture but through devotional chanting of the Lord’s 
many names. 


stanza 10 NOTHUCCU . . . . 


You mother (lady), languid lass and precious jewel, who, 
having observed the vow, is about to enter paradise, is there 
a rule that those who do not open the door, should not 
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even deign to reply? Kumbhakarna, who fell into the jaws of 
death, once upon a time, through our Lord Narayana, our 
benefactor , W/io will grant us the drum, and whose head is 
adorned by tulasi leaves, has he (Kumbhakarna) given you 
his great slumber, after being defeated by you? Get up, steady 
thyself and open the door. 

Kumbhakarna, brother of demon King Ravana, of Lanka, 
according to the epic Ramayana , used to spend most ot ni 
time in deep sleep, getting up mainly to take food. ° 
Kumbhakarma is a by-word for a person given to much sleep. 

However, according to commentators, since the maiden 
referred to in this stanza is one who has reached a very 
advanced stage of God-realisation (in fact one whom God wi 
seek!) the word Kumbhakarna here really refers Sage Agastya 
(born in a Kumba or pot), who had many feats to his credit, on 
account of the vast spiritual power he possessed. He is also 
said to have developed the Tamil language a great deal. The 
sleep of this maiden is that of a realised person, in deep 
meditation, enjoying union with Lord Krishna. The company 
of such a spiritually developed person is necessary for the 
other devotees, in their quest for God. Such a person lS 
required to open the door to let the devotees into the 
residence of the Lord. 

STANZA II KATTUKKARAVAI .... 


You golden creeper that is born in the community of cow¬ 
herds, without blemish, who have competence to milch full 
many a band of milch-cows, and who have the power to 
destroy their enemies in fight, you wild peacock of the 
woods, with your hips swaying like the hood of the serpent, 
get up please. Your relatives and companions have entered 
your courtyard and are singing the names of the Lord, 
with the cloud-hue. Yet, you are dull and mute. O wealthy 
girl, what is the meaning of your sleep? 
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The cows represent Vedas and other scriptures, which are 
many. The cowherds are the preceptors who milk the essence 
of these scriptures and give them to the devotees. The scrip¬ 
tures have to be protected with valor, against enemies, who 
are really the sense organs. The chieftain of the cowherds, 
Nanda, is like a chief preceptor, the Supreme Preceptor being 
Krishna Himself. Even as milking has to be done efficiently, 
the teaching of scriptures, and for that matter all duties, has to 
be performed efficiently. 

The description of the girl in the stanza to the golden creep¬ 
er is to say that she is not only a good (spiritually) person but 
also that she is dependent on the Lord, as all embodied souls 
are. The comparison of the lady’s hip to the serpent’s hood is 
to bring out, according to commentators, the great power that 
she possesses, which can be developed through yogic 
practices. 

The wealth that is referred to in the stanza is not material 
wealth, but spiritual wealth. The maiden that is addressed in 
this stanza is also one that is advanced spiritually and that 
enjoys Krishna’s interest. 

stanzas 12 KANAITHILAM . . . 


0 little sister of the wealthy Lord', whose whole mansion is 
flooded and miry by the milk pouring from the udders of 
young buffaloes, fondly thinking of their calves, why have 
you not opened your mouth, while we have all come to 
your house-front, not minding the dew that is falling on 
our heads, and are singing the glory of the Dear One who 
vanquished the King of Lanka in the South by His anger? 

Get up at least now . What is the meaning of this great 
sleep? Everyone here knows you are still sleeping. 

In this stanza, there is a reference to the Lord’s incarnation 
as Rama, who vanquished Ravana, the demon ruler of Lanka, 
who had abducted Rama’s wife Sita. Rama’s name is men- 
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tioned to show that Krishna is the same Lord that Rama was. 
May be, some will respond better if one name is mention 

rather than the other. orpnrnrs 

The mother-buffaloes are stated to represent preceptors, 

who are ever eager to feed their disciples with ° 
knowledge. Even if the disciples stay away, the preceptors see 
them. The prosperity of the land blessed by the Lord s p re 
sence is abundant, overflowing with milk (and honey, one 
might add). Milk also stands for knowledge and enlighten¬ 
ment. 


STANZA 13 PULLINVAY 


You lovely lady with eyes like lotus-Jlowers enfolding bees 
within and those of deer, know you that all the girls have 
reached the place of the ritual, singing the glories of the 
Lord who split the beak of the demon-bird and who 
plucked off the life of the wicked demon with His nails . 

Venus has risen and Jupiter has set . Birds are twittering. 

Instead of dipping in the cold waters, you are lying in bed 
on this auspicious day. Give up your pretence and join us. 

In this stanza too, the poetess refers to the incarnations of 
God. The killer of the demon-bird Bakasura was Krishna. The 
wicked demon referred to is interpreted to be Ravana, whose 
ten heads were chopped off by Rama, with His arrows. There 
is also a view that the incarnation referred to is that of Nara 
Simha, the Man-Lion God, who killed the demon 
Hiranyakasipu, with His nails. 

Bakasura, Ravana and others whom the Lord disposed of, 
represent the enemies of man, such as pretentiousness, 
arrogance, ego, lust and greed. Venus is said to represent 
knowledge and Jupiter ignorance, though the latter interpreta¬ 
tion is surprising, since Jupiter, the Preceptor of the celestial 
beings, is considered to be the embodiment of knowledge and 
enlightenment. Knowledge must overcome ignorance. The 
preceptors, symbolised by the birds, are ever active proclaim¬ 
ing the principles of righteous conduct. 
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STANZA 14 UNGAL . . . 


O perfect lady , red lotuses are bloming in the pond in your 
back garden. The night lilies are folding up. The ascetics , 
with white teeth and orange robes, are going to their 
temples, sounding their conches, for worship. You the 
shameless one, who had promised to wake us up, now get 
up. You adroit-talker : Come out and let us sing about the 
lotus-eyed Lord, with long arms, bearing the conch and the 
discus. 


The general view is that the lady that is being addressed to 
m this stanza is one spiritually very much advanced; unlike the 
maidens in the earlier stanzas, this one is referred to in the 
plural. 

The blooming lotuses represent the illumination of the 
centres of consciousness. The folding night lilies represent the 
suppression of the senses, the result being progress towards 
spiritual life. As already mentioned, the conch proclaims the 
presence of the Lord and the discus stands for the Lords ever 
alert protection of the good and destruction of the wicked. 

It will be observed that the lady in this stanza is addressed 
as the perfect one, the shameless one and the adroit talker. 
There is no contradiction in these epithets, whether viewed in 
the ordinary sense or the esoteric sense. The lady that is being 
c alled is apparently a close friend and it is not uncommon to 
address such friends in words like clever, shameless, talkative 
and smart, out of abundant affection. Even the sarcasm 
lm P * n the words is of the friendly type. 

The 

completely surrendered themselves to God, that they do not 
think of ordinary impulses of shyness, shame or modesty. A 
good example of such utter surrender that is given by 



me 


Coterie sense too, these words seem to be all right, 
piritually advanced persons are perfect and also speak 
They are ‘shameless’ in the sense that they have so 



her sari would slip away) in utter surrender to Lord Kn 
Of course, the Lord rescued her; her san became endless. 


IVI7A 1 


0 tender Parrot, you are still asleep! 

Do not be so sharp and shrill in calling me, great ladies, I 
am coming. 

We have known for long your promises and your power of 
words. 

You are the clever and strong persons; or, let it be myself. 

Come along quickly; what else is your idea? 

Have all come? 

Yes, you may count them, if you like. Let us all sing about 
the Mysterious One, Who killed the mighty elephant 
and Who would destroy the arrogance of foes. 

This is an exquisitely beautiful stanza, in the form of a 
conversation between one maiden and the group of maidens 
who have come to wake her up. As a matter of fact, most of 
the stanzas thus far are in the nature of a conversation. 
Whereas the conversation was implied in them, in this parti¬ 
cular stanza, it is explicit. The conversation is utterly natural 
and sincere, as among friends. 

The maiden to be woken up in this stanza is also regarded 
as one spiritually advanced, a saint. Parrot is supposed to 
represent both melodious voice and absolute truthfulness. Her 
admitting, later, that she might be clever and adroit in speak¬ 
ing is said, by commentators, to represent the trait of admit- 
ting one’s lapses and deficiencies. 

The killing of elephant again refers to Lord Krishna’s 
exploit; the mad elephant, Kuvalayapidam by name, was set 
upon Krishna, by His demonaic uncle Kamsa, and the Lord 
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destroyed the elephant, as He had done many other wicked 
beings. Kuvalayapidam is said to represent ego, which must be 
eschewed or else it will be destroyed, mercilessly, by the Lord. 

With this stanza the waking of the girls, ten in all, is over. 
As already mentioned, commentators have identified these with 
ten of the twelve Alwars (Saints). 

stanza 16 NAYAKANAI. . . 


Guard of the mansion ofNandagopa, our leader , and keeper 
of the gate, withflags andfestoons, lift the latch of the gem-set 
doors. Yesterday, the Mysterious One, of sapphire-blue 
complexion, promised to give the drum to us, the cow-herd 
girls. We have come here in all purity to wake Him with 
songs. Pray, do not hinder us, O beloved one; please open the 
twin doors, which stand close likefriendly neighbours. 


A new section of Tiruppavai begins here. After all the maidens 
are awakened and have assembled together, they proceed to 
Nandagopa’s mansion, to meet Lord Krishna. Nandagopa is 
considered to represent the great preceptor, who will secure 
God for us. The sentinels at the gate are like the preceptor’s 
assistants, one might say the junior preceptors. 

The flags and festoons are said to stand for the Holy formula 
(OM Namo Narayanaya\ meaning that God alone is the saviour 
and that everything belongs to Him. The stanza also emphasises 
the importance of purity of mind while seeking God. Opening of 
the doors is symbolic of the opening of the minds and hearts to 
God realisation. The latch is the feeling of one’s independence 
(from God), which needs to be removed when God is being 
approached; we are all dependent upon Him. 

While the esoteric significance of the poem is given above, it 
should be noted that even in its oridinary meaning, the stanza is 
very beautiful and utterly natural. The young girls first approach 
the guard of the mansion for permission to enter it, after men¬ 
tioning their bonafides. They suggest that they have come by 
previous appointment, as it were. Even so, they try to humour 
the guard. They make it clear that they have come with pure 
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hearts and they will wake up the person whom they have come 
to see, not by shouting, but by songs in His praise. A lovely 
stanza indeed. 


stanza 17 AMBARAME . . . 

Out Lord Nandagopala, renowned for giving generously 
clothes, water and food, to the needy ones, please wake up. 

You Yasoda, our queen, the pick of woman-kind and 
beacon-light of the community of cowherds, wake up please. 

0 Lord of Gods, You who measured the three worlds, piercing 
the infinite skies, sleep no more and wake up. O Baladeva, 
afluent with red gold anklets, you and your younger brother 
pray don t you sleep any more and get up. 

Things are now moving fast for meeting Lord Krishna 
Himself. As a matter of courtesy and strategy for success, the 
maidens first address the foster parents of Krishna, praising 
their virtues and greatness. Nandagopa is generous in giving, 
especially things most vital for life - clothes, water and food. 
Yasoda is praised for nobility and greatness. Naturally, the son 
of such parents is also generous, great and noble and may be 
presumed to shower His gifts and favours on those who seek 
them. Krishna’s elder brother is also approached. In short, help 
of nearly the whole of the inner family is sought by the maidens 
in securing Krishna’s grace. 

Cloth, water and food are required even more for the soul 
than for the body. As in other stanzas, the esoteric meaning is of 
great significance. Nandagopa is likened to a preceptor, whose 
importance in understanding and realising God is repeatedly 
stated everywhere. Yasoda stands for the initiation into the 
sacred hymn, which refers to the surrender of the individual self 
into the feet of the Universal Self. Balarama is a great devotee of 
the Lord, His Sesa y one who belongs to, and exists for the enjoy¬ 
ment of, the Lord. He also represents the essence of the ‘Truth’. 
The raiment is said to represent the entire universe, that is to 
say, the Supreme Self, and also Vaikuntam, His abode. The cool 
water stands for faith to attain Him; it also stands for the celes- 
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tial river Viraja , which the soul has to cross before entering 
Vaikuntam. Food is knowledge and experience of God and ser¬ 
vice to Him. It is God who gives food, water and cloth for life s 
physical sustenance. These are also required, in turn, spiritually 
speaking, to understand Him and reach Him. 

stanza is UNDUMADA . .. 


Lady Nappinnai , daughter-in-law of Lord Nandagopala, 
who owns mighty elephants with dripping fat and who 
possesses strong arms which would never retreat from battle, 
Lady withfragrant tresses, open the door please. The cocks are 
crowing everywhere. Flocks of cuckoos are singing repeate y, 
perched on the lattice supporting the Madhavi-creeper. You 
lady holding in your fingers the playing ball, open the oor 
with your tender, lotus-red hands, whose lovely bang es are 
jingling, so that we may all sing together the praise oj your 
Lord. 


This is considered to be a very important stanza ’ icaUy 
the favourite of the great preceptor Ramanuja. E 
t * lere is much profundity in the verse. In the P re ^‘ w a ndagopa, 
read about the Gopi maidens trying to wa r j that t hey 
Yasoda, Krishna and Balarama. The ling 

must w ake up Nappinnai, also called Ni a ^v*’ band Kr i s hna 
consort, also Yasoda’s brother’s daughter, Nappinnai is 

won after yoking seven wild bulls, as * ® ^ho, according to 

also considered to be incarnation of G has the attribute of 

the traditions of the Srivaisnava Philosophy, , ndividualj t he 
UT usakara, a mediator, in securing, or t j s co nsidered 

Lord s compassion, forgiveness an g ra ' r M aD oinnai for obtain- 
htghly important to secure first the he p o 

ln g audience with Krishna. presents the Universe, 

The ball which Nappinnai is holding P The ball - s being »n 
which is an object of lila, sport, for the j teCt ion of man- 
Her hand, represents Her custodianship 9 victor anddu 
kind. I„ the ball game with the Lord, She^ ^ ins en..en. 
augurs well for the welfare of all tn 
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beings! 

A lot has also been written by learned commentators on the 
reference to powerful elephants in Nandagopa’s possession. 
Nandagopa, as already mentioned, represents a great preceptor 
and the elephant is said to represent Krishna. Much 
resemblance is declared to exist, by commentators, between 
God and the elephant. Although powerful, God will submit 
Himself to the Preceptor, but only to the Preceptor, like what the 
elephant does to the mahout. God will help devotees to climb 
up, towards Him. The Lord yields Himself to the piercing cries 
of the devotee even as the mighty elephant submits itself to the 
sharp goad of the mahout! 

stanza 19 KUTTUVILAKKU . . . 

O Lord, with bright lamps burning all round , on the cot 
with ivory legs and a soft bed, of five fold quality, You are 
resting with your broad bosom on the breasts of Nappinnai, 
whose hair is adorned with bunches of blooming flowers. 

Why don's You open your month ? You lady, with eyes 
blackened with collyrium, you will not allow your Lord to get 
up from sleep any time? You seem to be unable to bear 
seperation from Him even a bit. This is not fair and it does 
not behove you. 

In this stanza, Goda is approaching jointly Krishna and 
Niladevi (Nappinnai). The cot on which the couple are sleeping 
have legs made out of the tusks of the elephant Kuvalayapidam, 
meaning that the divine being is resting on something that re¬ 
presents the destruction of ego. The four legs are likened by 
commentators to several matters of four fold classification, such 
as: 


1. Stages of life: Brahmacharya (Student-hood) 

Grahastya (Householdship) 

Vanaprasta (Forest dwelling) 
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S*mw 

xsa 

(Mendicancy) 

Z. CiiiSle*' ■ 

• -bid' 

r , nmin 

(Scholar) 


jatriya 

(Warrior) 


/aisya 

(Businessman) 


Sudra 

^ (Labourer) 

T Gi>;ds *>f lile . 

Dharma 

(Righteousness) 


Artha 

(Wealth) 


Kama 

(Sensual pleasures) 

A. jvleans o! j 

Moksa 

(Liberation) 

i tv.lisc'.iio-: ■ 

Karma 

(Works) 


Jnana 

(Knowledge) 


Bhakti 

(Devotion) 

1 ' : 

■ f U . - . 

Prapatti 

(Surrender) 


■ ^ e bed on which the divine couple are sleeping is said to 

’ RH S * ,ess five qualities, namely, pleasantness (cool in summer and 
rm in winter), fragrance, whiteness, softness and spacious- 
-ss. The inner meaning of this is that the essence of all the 
■’ scriptures is that which will answer the five fold enquiry (Artha 
Panchaka ), namely: 

1. The nature of Brahman (Supreme Being) 

2. The nature of the individual self 

3. The means to attain the Supreme Being 

4. The impediments to attain the Supreme Being 

5. The result to be gained by attaining the Supreme Being. 

stanza 20 MUPPATHU MUVAR . . . 


Wake up, O Lord, You Valiant One, Who, out of Your 
abundant grace, hasten in front of the thirty-three principal 
celestial beings, to remove their fears concerning their 
enemies, You Upright and Perfect One, Who strikes fear in 
the hearts of Your enemies, please wake up. 0 Nappinnai, 
Goddess of fortune, with lovely golden cup-like soft breasts, 
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sweet red lips and slender waist, please get up from sleep. 

Give us the fan and mirror for fulfilling our vow, and also 
your Lord, at this very moment, to help us bathe. 

In this stanza too, Goda first addresses the Lord. She rather 
taunts Him as it were. Should not He, who protects even the 
powerful and knowledgeable celestial beings, come to the 
rescue of simple girls? The reference to His valour, uprightness 
and purity is intended to urge Him to help these maidens to fulfil 
their vow of Margali month. 

Apparendy not getting a response from the Lord, Goda de¬ 
cides to approach His consort, Niladevi. Her beauty and the 
Lord’s being Her capitive are described, so that she may use her 
power over Him to secure for them His blessing. Niladevi s 
breasts represent the divine knowledge which everyone must 
obtain for enduring bliss. Her waist is slim, for she has no other 
interest or attachment other than the Lord. Even as a gem is 
enclosed in a casket, Niladevi’s breasts enclose Him. 

The bath which the maidens are keen to have, represents im¬ 
mersion in the pond of God-love. The accessories for the bath 
are the fan and the mirror. A fan removes perspiration and 
dries one’s face. Likewise, one’s ego must be wiped out while 
seeking God, by uttering ‘Namah’, not mine. The mirror will 
help us to see ourselves. So, to have the knowledge of the indivi¬ 
dual self, one must recite the pranava, that is AUM. 

Even then, the Lord must be with the maidens for a proper 
bath. This reflects the Srivaisnava doctrine that God is not only 
the end but also the means. His help is necessary to understand 
Him and realise Him. The mediation of His consort is also 
sought to secure His grace. 

stanza 21 ETTAKALANGAL. 

0 son of him who is blessed with countless generous cows, 
showering milk, that overfoods the vessels placed under their 
udders, wake up. 0 the firm One, the protector of those who 
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seek refuge in You, and the effulgent , shining all over the 
Universe', wake up. In the same way as Your enemies , owr- 
cottc? Your prowess, have come to Your door-step, to bow 
down at Your feet, losing their strength and pride, we have 
come to You, to glorify Your feet and pronounce benediction. 

According to commentators, the maidens have succeeded in 
securing the support of Nappinai, who now joins them in their 
prayers to the Lord. As in some earlier stanzas, here too we see a 
lot of praise being heaped on Nandagopa, Krishna’s foster- 
father. He is affluent and his is land of milk and honey. 
Nandagopa is identified with a great preceptor, who has 
custody, as it were, of the Lord. The cows represent Vedas and 
other scriptures. Nandagopa’s cows give abundant milk 
spontaneously and all that the cowherds have to do is to keep 
pots under their udders. So, if only the God-seekers approach 
the preceptor, they will get the ambrosia of God-knowledge. 

The comparison which Goda makes between the cow herd 
maidens and the Lord’s enemies, overcome by Him and now in 
surrender to Him, reflects both the utter humility of the 
maidens and their supreme confidence in the path of Prapatti , 
surrender. The maidens imply that by their acts of omission and 
commission they must have transgressed the Lord’s mandates 
and thus incurred His displeasure, like His enemies. Here is a 
sincere expression of regret on their part and readiness to go 
the whole way to realise Him. So they praise Him and, in fact, 
following the practice of great saints, they also want to sing His 
benediction. The maidens are confident that the Lord who for¬ 
gave great sinners and those who had defied Him, will certainly 
bless those like them seeking Him with great devotion. 

STANZA 22 ANGAN. 


We have come here, just like the Kings of this beautiful and 
wide earth, who gather in groups under Your cot, renoun¬ 
cing their pride. Will not Your benign eyes, like the half- 
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blossomed lotus resembling the small golden bells in t e 
girdle, open upon us, little by little? If You will be please 0 
look at us, with Your two eyes resembling the sun and t e 
moon risen together, the curse (oj sins) on us will get down 
from us (that is to say, disappear). 


This stanza too emphasises the importance of approac ^ 
God with utter humility and a spirit of total surrender, esc ^ 
ing wholly the feeling of I-ness and my-ness. The real surT 5^ e i r 
of defeated kings is that when they give up all thoughts o 
erstwhile royal status. The correct attitude towards God is 
we and everything about us belong to Him. , - n 

The coming of the defeated kings in groups is mentione ^ 
the stanza because while being in a group one is less conscious 
one’s royal status and egoism of all sorts. . 

Goda’s prayer that the Lord cast His eyes on them slowly lS 
precautionary attitude. The Lord’s eyes will witness the sins ^ 
the devotees primarily if they open widely and quickly. It is 
ter He opens His eyes slowly, so that the feeling of compassioj^ 
towards devotees is stronger than that of His anger towa 
their sins. Moreover, sudden joy like sudden sorrow can produce 
shock; so, even the conferment of His grace had better com e 
siowly! . , t 

The Lord’s eyes are compared to sun and moon. Sun is bng n ^ 
and dispels all darkness; he is a great cleaner. Moon is cool an 
refreshing. When God’s grace falls on us, our sins and ignorance 
are removed and we enjoy the bliss of realisation of Him. This i s 
a simultaneous process, says the Poetess. 


STANZA 23 MARI . . . . . 


Like the majestic lion waking up from its rainy-season sleep 
in a mountain cave, opening its fiery eyes, stretching its limbs 
so as to ruffle its mane, standing erect, roaring and stepping 
out, O Lord of dark complexion, like that of the blue Puvai 
flower, may it please You to proceed from your mansion and 
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from Your lofty and grand throne ; enquire graciously into 
the purpose that has brought us here . 


Here is another stanza, which is full of beauty, whether inter¬ 
preted in the ordinary way or in its esoteric sense. Comparing; 
Krishna to a lion, lying in a cave and coming out in all its majesty 
is highly appropriate. It may be recalled that in the very first 
stanza of the poem, Goda called Krishna as Yasoda’s lion-cub 
Now, of course, He is treated as an adult lion. 


The rainy season is one in which the sages and monks stav * 
a place for meditation and contemplation of the Supreme Bein 
For the ordinary folks, it is a season that paves the w f 
happiness, by making abundant harvests possible The ^ ' * 
season also stands for a state of ignorance of the true n Fain y 
the self and the endless ocean of mundane births and d 
This ocean has to be crossed and this requires the sh eat ^ s - 
God’s grace. So the Supreme Lion is requested to come 
is now lying in the Upanishadic cave of the mountain of Ved^' ^ 
God’s sleep is yogic slumber, when He is contemn] * ^ 
what should be done after one Dissolution oTthe Uniy 1 ^ U ^° n 
wakes up and embarks upon a new round of creation \ 

and insentient beings. He is both the Cause and the {rfr Sent * ent 
many states of the lion’s waking correspond to the vario ^ 
of the Cosmic Process. US sta § es 

In asking Krishna to come to His throne from His mansi 
listening to their petition, the maidens are now trying to^ ^ 
their request formal, since the preliminaries to their petit’ ma ^ c 
about over. If the Lord speaks from His throne, i t has ° narc 
authority and certainty. The maidens are most eager to s ^ reat 
firmly their wish. When He promises something j n t u ecure 
assembly, it is bound to be both generous and certain^Tvf* 
throne they want Him to ascend is really the throne they ha ^ 
up for Him in their hearts! It is their utter surrender to H ^ 
embodied in the second of the three great secrets’ of g r j . 
philosophy, of the dependence ol die individual * lsnava 

s »F x vtrhYlllj!. ° u lhe 
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STANZA 24 ANRU . . - 


Blessed be Your feet which measured the world the other day. 
Blessed be the provess of Your arms which destroyed Lanka 
there in the South, Blessed be Your glory which You won by 
kicking to destruction the demon in the form of a cart. Blesse 
be Your ankles, which tossed the demon-calf like a stone from 
the sling, to its destruction. Blessed be Your goodness whic i 
made You lift a hill as an umbrella. Blessed be the spear in 
Your hand which conquers and destroys Your enemies. Thus, 
and thus, singing about Your heroic exploits, we have come to 
obtain from You the Drum. Please have compassion on us. 


This is a very important and unique stanza in the poem. In t e 
previous stanza, the maidens request Krishna to consider tnei 
petition sympathetically. The Lord obliges them and starts vva ^ 
ing towards them. The maidens are overcome with the purest 
love towards Krishna and struck by His extraordinary beauty. So, 
they not only praise Him but also pronounce benediction on 
Him! In this, Goda is following the tradition of her foster-father 
Perialwar, who, when he had the vision of the Lord, broke into 
the esctacy of singing the Lord’s benediction, lest some evi 
should befall Him! The benedictory word Pallandu is uttere 
several times by the followers of the Srivaisnava School, as part 
of the daily worship of God. 

In this stanza, for the third time in the poem, Goda refers to 
the Lord’s incarnation as Vamana (Trivikrama), who measure 
the worlds with His feet. Likewise, Goda is also referring, for the 
third time, to the Lord’s destroying Ravana, in His incarnation as 
Rama. For the second time in the poem, mention is made o 
child Krishna’s destroying a demon, in the form of a cart, sent by 
Kamsa to kill Krishna. 


There are also references, for the first time, to two other 
incidents in Krishna’s life. One is the killing by Krishna, of th£ 
demon-possessed calf, Vatsasura, and the demon-possessed tree 
Kapithasura. They were both destroyed at one stroke; the 
demon-calf was flung by Him at the demon tree, one killing the 
other! 
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The other incident refers to Krishna’s coming to the rescue of 
people and the catde of Brindavan, when Indra, the celestial 
chief, in his anger, caused a devastating downpour of rain. 
Krishna held the Govardhan hill as an umbrella over Brindavan, 
and thus Indra’s pride was burst. 

After the praise of the Lord’s many exploits and singing bene¬ 
diction to Him, the maidens seek His grace. 

STANZA 25 ORUTHI . . . 

0 Lord, You, bom as the son of one lady and in the same 
night You became the son of another lady and You grew 
with her in concealment. As You grew up, frustrating 
Kamsa s evil plans, he could not bear it and You became as 
fire in his stomach. We have come praying to You, Who are 
madly in love with those who seek You. If you would give us 
what we want (the Drum), we shall ever sing Your bounty, 
that ii worthy of Goddess Lakshmi, and Your might. With 
our sorrows dispelled, we shall rejoice. 

In this stanza, Goda is recalling the eventful birth of Krishna, 
He was born as the son of Devaki; it is said that He was born in 
the Lord’s form, with four hands, carrying the conch, the discus 
and the mace. The same night in the midst of heavy rain and 
high Rood in the Yamuna river, He was taken to Brindavan to be 
reared as Yasoda’s son, in secrecy, to escape the wrath of Kamsa, 
since a divine voice had predicted that Kamsa would be killed by 
a child of Devaki. As the story goes, Yamuna, though in Rood, 
gave an easy passage to Krishna’s father, Vasudeva, to take the 
divine child across the river. 

According to learned commentators, Devaki and Yasoda re¬ 
present the holy mantras or incantations conerning the 
supremacy of the Lord, Narayana. One is called eight-lettered 
mantras, Om Namo Narayanaya, and the other twelve lettered 
mantra, Om Namo Bhagavate Vasudevaya. 

In the second stanza itself, there was a clear hint that what the 
maidens wanted from Krishna was not any gift like the drum but 
His grace. Goda refers to God’s mad love for those who seek 
Him. True joy for the devotees consists in securing His grace. 



STANZA 26 MALE . . . 


Love incarnate Lord, blue-sapphire coloured One, what we 
require for the Margali bath, as per the custom of our elders, 
are the following. Conches like Your Panchajanya, milk- 
white and capable of making the earth tremble by their 
sound; very big and grand drums; reciters of benediction to 
You; beautiful lamps, flags and canopies. O Lord of the 
Banyan Leaf be pleased to grant these to us. 

The concluding portion of Tiruppavai now begins. The 
maidens are getting very close to the Lord. He is now addressed 
as Love-incarnate, Person who has infinite affection for those 
who seek Him. Apparently, Krishna asks them as to what acces¬ 
sories they want for the ceremonial bath and they give a rather 
long list, based on the practice of elders, at whose bidding they 
have undertaken the Margali vow. It would seem that the girls 
want to have a little show about their ceremonial bath, in keep¬ 
ing with its great importance. Conch to proclaim their vow, 
drum to announce their proceding to the river and flags and 
festoons to lend colour, are asked for. They also desire to have 
professional singers of praise and benedicdon to the Lord. So, in 
the ordinary sense, the stanza looks quite natural and 
appropriate. 

As in respect of other stanzas, there is profound esoteric 
meaning in this stanza. The bath which the maidens are about to 
plunge into is immersion in God-love, and the various articles 
asked for represent knowledge and attitudes that make for 
union with the Supreme Being. Thus, the conch stands for 
Pranava (AUM), meaning that we all belong to Him and none 
else. The drum stands for Paratantrya or we all are dependent 
upon Him entirely. The recitors for benediction represent the 
need for company of Godly men in any devotional enterprise 
The lamp stands for Seshatvagnana , or the knowledge that we 
exist for His service and pleasure. Flag represents service to Him 
and His devotees. 
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The canopy is said to represent selflessness in all that that a 
deyotee does. These aspects are, it will be observed, inter¬ 
related. Thus, the twenty-sixth stanza is highly symbolic 

The description of God as the One lying on the banyan leaf, 
on the eve of one ‘Dissolution 1 of the universe, is to indicate the 
capacity of the Lord to create worlds again, as part of a new 
cosmic era. Such a Lord should have no problem in acceding to 
the simple requests of the gopi maidens. 

STANZA 27 KUDARAI VELLUM. 

O Govinda, Who overcomes I wins over all enemies, the great 
rewards we gain by singing about You and obtaining the 
drum from You will be of universal acclaim. We shall wear 
many an ornament - bangles, armlets, ring for the lower ear 
and flower-like ornament for the upper ear and anklets. We 
shall wear lovely robes. And then we shall take rice cooked in 
milk and covered with ghee (clarified butter) flowing down 
to the elbow. Thus we shall be in bliss, cool and fresh , united 
with You. 

This is a profoundly symbolic stanza, even as, in its ordinary 
meaning, it is a lovely one, of great joy to children, adults, 
laymen, scholars and saints alike. The prospect of getting hot 
sweet rice on the 27th day of Margali month has thrilled 
children, like the prospect of getting various ornaments to the 
girls. The maidens are very clever. They have taken it for grant¬ 
ed that they will receive His blessing and they venture to tell 
Him how they are going to celebrate the event! 

Ornaments bring joy to simple girls, not for vain display, but 
as divine gifts, in appreciation of their devotion to the Lord. 
Securing grace of God is an event that is worthy of celebration 
even in a worldly way, with excellent food, lovely ornaments 
and fine dress, of a sort that the whole country will praise the 
maidens. That is to say, their celebration is of a sort that is 
proper - dignified, elevated, and of course well deserved. 

It should be noted that the enjoyment of ornaments, clothes 
and food is now permissible and appropriate because of the 
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austerities observed by the maidens earlier, for the performance 
of the vow, as mentioned in stanza two above. 

Obviously, the esoteric meaning of the stanza is of 
greater significance. As already mentioned, more than once* 

Margali bath is nothing but immersion in the pond oi i^oa- . . * 
The union with the Supreme Being is like a marriage andit lS 
but proper that the bride wears, on the occasion of the wed mg> 
various ornaments. Needless to say, these are not ornaments 
made of gold and diamonds. They represent somthing very 
enduring and something which everybody can afford. 

The ornaments for the wrist are indicative of anjali, lol e 
hands saluting the Supreme Being. The anklets represent Lor 
Vishnu’s symbols, the Discus and the Conch, on the right and le t 
shoulders, respectively. It is customary for a person belonging to 
the Srivaisnava sect to have these symbols marked on nis 
shoulders by the family preceptor, at a fairly youpg age. 

The ornaments for the lower ear represent the Tirumantra 
the first of the three ‘secrets’ or great truths of the Srivaisnava 
religion, namely, Om Namo Narayanaya , salutation to Lor 
Narayana. The oranaments for the upper ear represent the 
Dvayamantra, expressing the surrender of the individual at the 
feet of the Supreme Being. The anklets, according to commenta 
tors, represent the third ‘Secret’, the Charama Sloka, the final verse, 
appearing in the last chapter of the scriptural book BhagavadgHa* 
according to which, abandoning all duties and efforts one may 
seek refuge in Him alone; He will release the devotee from 


sins. 


For a woman, more than the ornaments, the robe is imp° rt ' 
ant. Esoterically, the robe stands for the attitude that we belong 
wholly to God. This feeling must cover us fully even as a robe 
covers the body fully. 

The eating of rice cooked in milk and ghee represents the 
God-experience of a liberated soul. It is the best possible dessert 
in a spiritual meal. The request of the maidens, in the previous 
stanza, for conch, singers of benediction, wickstand, etc., * s 
intended to signify the desire of the devotee to resemble the 
Lord’s form as closely as possible, as part of the process of God- 
realisation. 



Commentators have also said much about the Lord’s over¬ 
coming enemies. He overcomes ‘enemies’ out of compassion 
and love and not merely through chastisement and punishment. 
People who are hostile to Him, as also those indifferent to and 
aloof from Him, are brought close to Him through His mercy 
and foregiveness, partly in response to the pleading of His 
Consort on behalf of the sinning and indifferent persons. His 
love and mercy extend to all living beings - man, beast, bird and 
reptile. 

Another point that is mentioned by commentators about this 
stanza is that Krishna is being addressed as Govinda , for the first 
time in the poem. Among poets, saints and devotees, Govinda is 
a very popular name of God Narayana. Govinda has several 
meanings, the Lord of earth, speech, knowledge and cows. In 
this context Govinda is appropriate, in all the senses. As 
Nandagopala’s Son, Krishna is of course the Lord of a large 
number of cows, yielding abundant milk, as described vividly in 
earlier stanzas. But Krishna is also the spiritual guide to the 
people of Brindavan, especially the Gopi maidens, who are seek¬ 
ing union with Him. They look to Him for knowledge and en¬ 
lightenment. He is not only the Lord of earth but also Lord of 
the universe. In addressing Krishna as Govinda , the cow herd 
maidens are referring not only to their affinity to Him as mem¬ 
bers of the same clan, but to His much wider personality as Lord 
of the earth and the universe. As the Supreme Lord, it is His duty 
as it were to minister to the needs and wishes of devotees. We 
may also assume that Krishna Himself loved to be addressed as 
Govinda, with familiarity, rather than as Narayana, Vamana, 
etc! It brought Him emotionally closer to the maidens. 

stanza 28 KARAVAIGAL . . . 

We are people of a vocation who follow the milch cattle to the 
woods and eat ourfood there . We belong to the unintelligent 
race of cow-herds. Yet, it is our good fortune that You have 
been born amidst us. 0 Govinda, perfect One, the kinship we 
have with You cannot be destroyed either by You or us. If we 
ignorant and unsophisticated girls, have called You small 
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names, out of our abundant love towards You, do not be 
angry, and be pleased to grant us the drum. ... 

This is yet another grand stanza Full ol devotion and um ^ an 
on the part of Goda and her companions. The ordinary 
ing is crystal clear and needs no elucidation. The esoteric ^ 
ing is of the utmost profundity. This stanza gives the crea 
the scriptures regarding the pathway to God-realisation. 

In substance, Goda says in this stanza that God is both t e e ^ 
and the means. The way to God-realisation is not, for t 
simple maidens, the path of Karma (works and duties) °v n ^ 
(knowledge), not even the path of Bhakli (devotion) but t iat 
Prapatti (surrender). The seeker of God regards himself as u ^ e ^ 
worthless, lacking in knowledge, effort and sophistication. ( ^ 

says they are cow herds, going to the wood following their cat ^ 
and having food there, nothing more than such mundane liviHg* 
At the same time, complete trust is put in Him and Him a or ? 1 
without any feeling of the personal effort on the part or t 
spiritual aspirant. Goda has also given expression to the fact t 
the individual soul cannot separate itself from the Supreme 
Being. With this approach, it becomes an obligation on the P ar !j 
of God to take care of us. When we say we belong to Him an 
Him alone, we become His ward and it is His responsibility to 
take care of us. 


STANZA 29 S ITT AM . . . 


Very early in the morning we have come to worship You and 
praise Your golden lotus feet. O Govinda, be pleased to listen 
to the real purpose of this. Having been born in the race which 
lives and eats by grazing cows. You should not decline 
homage and service from us. Note that we have not come to 
receive the Parai (drum) from You. We are one with You for 
seven times seven births, and we shall serve You and You 
alone. Convert all our desires (into a desire for You). 


This is considered to be the most important stanza m 
Tiruppavai . It states, most unequivocally the doctrine of disinter¬ 
ested, pure and eternal love for God, and Him alone. Life’s goal 
is to serve Him and live for His Pleasure. 
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Having asked, repeatedly, for the ‘drum’, and when it is clear 
beyond a shadow of doubt that the Lord is ready to bestow it, 
Goda says that they have not come for the drum. Their only wish 
and prayer is to be with Him and render service to Him for ever. 
They would like all other desires to be extinguished, for these 
other desires are dangerous like fire. All desires are to be subli¬ 
mated to desire for God. This is the proper goal of the human 
soul. 

Ordinarily, a vow is intended to seek a worldly benefit from 
the Deity, in whose honour it is performed and the drum was 
symbolic of it. The elders of Gokul-Brindavan wanted good rains 
for the land and good husbands for their girls. The vow was to be 
done under the guidance of Krishna. However, before long, the 
maidens lose themselves wholly in Krishna-love. He who was to 
become the guide becomes the goal itself. There is no need for 
any drum, or rather, the drum now stands for the goal of secur¬ 
ing Him. The drum gets transformed from a material object into 
a spiritual desire. 

stanza 30 VANGAKKADAL. 

The lovely, well-decked and moon-faced girls (of Gokulam) 
prayed to Kesava, Lakshmis Lord, Who has churned the 
Ocean full of ships, and secured from Him their objective , the 
drum. Goda, the daughter of B hat tar Piran, of beautiful 
Srivilliputtur, and who is adorned with beautiful lotus beads, 
has told this story in a garland of thirty verses she has strung, 
in Sangam (classical) Tamil Those who recite all the thirty 
stanzas regularly and faultlessly will win the grace of the 
Dear Lord (Consort of Lakshmi), who has four magnificent 
mountain-like arms, beautiful red eyes and a glorious face, 
and attain happiness everywhere andfor ever. 

This is the concluding stanza of Tiruppavai. In accordance with 
tradition, the stanza gives the name of the author, her parentage, 
the nature of the work and the benefits accruing from its study. 
Very beautiful and auspicious words have been employed by 
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Coda, appropriately in the stanza. 

Despite its being simple and largely self-explanatory, there is 
esoteric significance in this stanza too. On this occasion, Goda 
recalls to her mind the churning of the milk-ocean, according to 
mythology, by the gods and demons, resulting finally in Amrta , 
the nectar of immortality. Apparently, as a result of pure devo¬ 
tion, the Gopi maidens will receive the ambrosia of God’s grace, 
of eternal value. 

The reference to ships may be taken to mean the strategy of 
crossing the ocean of births and deaths, through surrender to 
God. HE is the churner of the ocean and everything in His 
creation and so it is He who helps us to cross the ocean of distress 
and misery. 

The boats may also be likened to the individual souls, which 
are tossed about in the vast ocean; they require an able pilot to 
see them safely to the shore. This pilot is no other than God 
Himself. 

The reference to Goda’s father is appropriate. He was a great 
saint and poet. He sang benediction to the Lord Himself 
Krishna, treating Him like a child. No wonder that the daughtei 
of such a poet-saint was able to produce exquisite poetry and 
most profound philosophy. It is a lovely garland of verses, as 
lovely as the garland of flowers that Perialwar and Goda used 
to weave and offer to God daily. It is hard to say which garland 
the Lord liked more — of flowers or of Goda’s verses. Goda s 
greatness is enhanced by her kinship to Perialwar. 

Even in devotional writing, literary merit is of great imp° r ‘ 
tance. The Tiruppavai is a lovely literary composition, written i n 
Sangam (The Academy) style. Great poetry, like great music, i s 
essentially devotional. Devotees are enjoined to read all the 
thirty stanzas, regularly and faultlessly. Even simple recitation of 
the poem is extremely beneficial, but of course reciting it with 
fair understanding of the meaning is what everyone should try to 
do. Such an effort will be very rewarding. 



CHAPTER FOUR 


THE GREATNESS OF TIRUPPAVAI 


Tiruppavai is a many-splendoured composition. Its poetic beauty, 
simplicity, devotional fervour and philosophical and spiritual 
erudition are of a very high order. As already mentioned in the 
introductory section, the greatness and beauty of Tiruppavai con¬ 
sists in its appeal to the laymen and pundits alike. Even children 
can enjoy it immensely. The poem’s style and approach are 
captivating. 

Even without its rich esoteric significance, Tiruppavai has claim 
to a very prominent place in devotional literature, for its utter 
simplicity and directness. A group of simple cowherd girls, per¬ 
forming a vow, as instructed by the elders, to secure worthy 
benefits — rain/good husbands — with physical and mental pur¬ 
ity, chanting the many names of God and recalling His exploits 
in many incarnations, for the protection of the meek and noble 
ones and destruction of the wicked, and as their wish is about to 
be fulfilled, through God’s love, develop the attitude of complete 
detachment and say that they want nothing but His eternal grace 
towards them, is an immensely lofty and enjoyable theme. The 
sequence of events is utterly natural. The leader of the group 
waking up girl after girl, cajoling, taunting, teasing, threatening 
and begging them to get up and be ready for the performance of 
the vow, reads beautifully. The setting is romantic, but of a very 
dignified sort. In this process, the many incarnations of God and 
His exploits for the good of the world are mentioned. To hear 
about them is, to young minds, a source of joy and education. 
Their curiosity is aroused in God’s Leela (Sport) and as they grow 
into adults, they can study our epics and scriptures in great detail 
and derive spiritual benefit of a lasting nature. The reverential 
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recital of Tiruppavai , at a young age, is a solid foundation for a 
spiritually healthy life, for our girls and boys. . , 

Another feature of Tiruppavai that endears it to readers is t e 
conversational style that the Poetess has employed. Much ° ^ e 
conversation, whether among the maidens themselves, or e 
ween them (or their leader) and Nandagopala, Yasoda an 
Krishna Himself, is implicit, and in some cases it is exp icit. 
The conversation is of a simple and direct sort, marked by wit, 
humour, friendly rebuke and gentle and innocuous sarcasm as 
in daily life. Even God is not spared the wit and taunt of Goda. 

All this rich fare is packed skilfully in just thirty stanzas, easy 
to read, memorize and chant. 

Beautiful and interesting as the poem is in a literal way, its 
esoteric significance is even greater. Tiruppavai is universally 
regarded as containing the essence of the Upanisads and the 
Bhagavadgita , with clarity, simplicity and directness. It is supposed 
to be the cream of the Visistadutaita philosophy, of which the 
greatest exponent is considered to be Ramanuja. The Tiruppavai 
stanzas are thus highly symbolic, conveying lofty philosophical 
and ethical principles. The fact that the philosophy and ethics are 
given in the Tamil language has made Tiruppavai a poem of the 
masses, while giving the scholars rich fare. 

In particular, Tiruppavai is an exposition of the Sri Vaisnava 
philosophy as revealed by the twelve Alwars (saints), including 
Goda herself and her foster father, Perialwar. In fact, Goda is 
considered to be an incarnation Mahalakshmi, Lord Vishnu s 
consort. So, Goda is divine mother Herself and Tiruppavai is the 
gift to mankind of this saint and Goddess. 

According to the Alwars, Vishnu is the Supreme Deity, Sriman 
Narayana. He is both immanent and transcendent. He is both 
formless and with form. For the benefit of His devotees and for 
performing His task of protecting the good and destroying the 
wicked. He assumes many forms and takes many avatars (incarna¬ 
tions), many of which are referred to in the poem. But the 
incarnation dearest to Goda is that of Krishna. The Tiruppavai is, 
in fact, a garland of verses for Krishna. It is immortal cream of 
Krishnaleela , Krishna’s cosmic sport. The idols of Gods in temples 
were very real to the Alwars, who saw Him everywhere and in 
everything. 
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The Alwars were immersed in the pleasant lake of God-love, 
all the time, and were conscious of nothing but Him. They 
thought of Him as father, friend and companion but mostly they 
regarded themselves as the eternal brides of the Lord. Their 
devotional outpouring took the form of the love of the bride for 
the all-perfect Supreme Bride groom, from whom there can be 
no separation. To the Alwars, thus, God was not a mere intellec¬ 
tual perception; He was a very living phenomenon. They lived in 
Him all the time, even as He lived in them. To them, God was 
Saguna (full of auspicious attributes) as well as Nirguna , without 
attributes. 

According to the Visistadwaita (qualified non-dualism) doctrine, 
the Supreme Being represents the Universal Soul, whose body 
comprises all things and beings, animate and inanimate. This is 
called Sarira Sarira Bhava y the body-soul concept. The sentient 
{chit) and non sentient (achit) beings are the attributes of Isvara , 
the Supreme Being. All beings also exist for Him. Life in this 
world is real (not an illusion) and one should perform one's duties 
fully and efficiently, but in the knowledge that they belong to 
Him. All that they do is by way of service to Him and the fruits of 
their actions and efforts are not for them, but to be determined 
and dispensed by Him. So, all work becomes an offering to Him, 
a series of acts of worship to Him. 

Thus,work leads to the knowledge of the individual’s relation¬ 
ship with the Supreme Being, for Whom we all exist. This will 
lead to the path of devotion {bhakti\ of love towards God. The 
final stage in the spiritual evolution is that of Prapatti, also called 
Saranagati , that of unconditional surrender to the Lord. He is the 
means and He is the goal, for the individual being. 

In this fashion, the tattva (the doctrine), hita (the fneans) and 
purusharta (the goal), that it is to say, (i) the knowledge of the 
Supreme Being (also called Brahman ), (ii) the moral and spiritual 
means of realising Him and (iii) the attainment of Brahman, 
have been elaborated by the Alwars, and by Goda in Tiruppavai. 
There is a clarion call to eschew man’s real enemies, namely, 
greed, lust, anger, arrogance, injury, I-ness and My-ness, and 
cultivate the qualities of love, compassion, forgiveness, charity, 
altruism and equanimity. A moral and spiritual life calls for com- 


45 



plete control over one’s senses and its hall mark is that o ^ niv ^ r 
sal love - reverential love for the Creator and love or 1S 
creation, inanimate and animate - man, beast, bird and iepti e. 
Love for oneself gives place to love for everybody and every 
thing. In such a life, there is no place for conflict, strife, is 
satisfaction and misery. It is a life of unalloyed and perennial joy. 

While God is the Supreme Reality and the Supreme Power, 
man also enjoys some freedom. In fact, this freedom is willec y 
God. In other words, man has the option to do good or evi . 
There will be no difficulty in identifying the good and evil things. 

It will be seen before long that the right path is the same as the 
divine path. Thus, it is wise and expedient to follow, as a matter oj 
choice , the will of God. Otherwise, we pay a heavy price in terms 
of sorrow and distress. 

Does this mean that Tiruppavai has relevance as only an expo¬ 
sition of the doctrine of Visistadwaita? Certainly not. It is a poem 
of universal value in a world that is characterised by selfishness, 
greed, suspicion, hatred and violence, a life that is opposed to 
nature and God. Its message oflove, compassion, austerity, self¬ 
lessness and rustic simplicity, its devotional fervour and its poetic 
excellence, should appeal to millions of Indians outside the 
Southern States, professing various other faiths too — Islam and 
Christianity. In these other religions too, there is the utmost 
emphasis on ethical life and trust in the Almighty. Parallels to the 
doctrine of surrender to God, which is the heart of Tiruppavai , 
are to be seen in other scriptures too, such as the Bible and the 
Koran. 

The need of the hour, whether for India or the world at large, 
is love and consideration for others. There is urgent need for 
each one of us to share our riches and talents with others, in the 
spirit of Tiruppavai , that nothing is ours but all belong to Him- 
God s bounty is in plenty but man’s selfishness and greed render 
the plenty scanty! 

Literary and philosophical works like the Tiruppavai can play 
an important role in promoting and preserving national integra¬ 
tion. In India, we ought to be concerned much more with'the 
forces of national disintegration, linguistic fanaticism, religious 
and cultural intolerance and violence than with the rathe/poor 
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rate of economic growth. Such national unity as exists in the 
country owes much to our epics, puranas and scriptures. The 
forces of integration must be strengthened. 

The Saints born in Southern-most part of India sang the glor¬ 
ies of Krishna and Rama, who were born and lived in the North. 
They dreamed of only Mathura, Brindavan and Ayodhya. 
Tyagaraja had Telugu lor his mother-tongue, but spent most of 
his life in Tamil country, composing hundreds and hundreds of 
songs on Rama, the prince of Ayodhya and his consort Sita, of 
Mithila. Likewise, Purandaradasa of Karnataka, composed 
thousands of songs on Krishna and Rama. On the other hand, 
our present-day politicians and linguistic fanatics are taking the 
country down on the road of national disintegration, which can 
only lead to disaster. 

This trend must be reversed, even as moral and spiritual 
values must be reestablished. The task is formidable but it must 
be carried out. High quality devotional literature like Tiruppavai 
can play a useful role in moral regeneration and national 
integration. 

This completes the brief account of Tiruppavai . In the custo¬ 
mary way, let us conclude the recitation and study of Tiruppavai 
with salutations to Goda. 

Hail to her born under the Pura asterism in the month of Adi 

Hail to her who uttered the thirty verses of Tiruppavai 

Hail to Perialwars daughter: 

Hail to her who became the younger sister of the sage of 
Perambudur 

Hail to her who composed the one-hundred and forty-three 
stanzas. 

Hail to her who gave joyously garlands to the great Sri 
Ranganatha alone. 

Hail to her whose land isfull of Jasmineflowers. 

Hail to theflower-like feet ofKodai, of the beautiful new city. 



SPECIAL 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENT : 


We are thankful for the gene¬ 
rous financial assistance given 
to our Publications from time 
to lime, by the Tirumala- 
Tirupati Devasthanam under 
their Scheme “Aid) to Publish 
Religious Books” and especially 
for the publishing of this book 


“TIRUPPAVAI OF GODA”. 


